


extent of water pollution problems. For
example, there are many instances where
the intensity of agricultural land use —
such as the proliferation of poultry and
concentrated animal feedlot production
in the Southeast—is a leading factor in
creating significant water quality prob-
lems.

CONSERVING THE LAND
Though agriculture still dominates the

rural landscape, significant shifts are
underway in the use of rural land across
the nation (Figure 4.2).

For example, the number of mid-size
farms has dwindled, while the number of





Over the same period (1982-1992),
about 4 million acres were converted to
developed land (Figure 4.4). About two













this action, which exempts lands that no
longer perform the wetlands functions as
they did in their natural condition. 

For those farmers with wetlands on
their property, the Administration has
simplified the process by using a single
wetlands determination by the Depart-
ment of Agriculture for both Food Secu-
rity Act and Clean Water Act programs. 

In 1995, an approval process was set up
that allows landowners to affect up to one
half acre of non-tidal wetlands for con-
struction of single-family homes without
applying for an individual section 404



management of forest and grasslands, and
traditional row crop production.

Largely through the active involve-
ment of local groups, 11 river corridor
projects are now underway in Iowa.
Many groups are taking an active role in
the river corridor projects, providing
funds, technical support, contacting
landowners, providing assistance for
enhancement, and much more. The
Iowa Natural Heritage Foundation’s
attorney works essentially full-time on
WRP/EWRP river corridors. Many other
organizations—the Fish and Wildlife
Service, Iowa Department of Natural
Resources, county conservation boards,
Iowa Natural Heritage Foundation, and
Nature Conservancy—are providing
funds to purchase easements. Local
groups such as Pheasants Forever and
Ducks Unlimited are often involved in
these river corridor projects. 

IMPROVING WATER MANAGE-
MENT

Conflicts over current and future allo-
cations of surface water are an especially
difficult challenge in the western states.
Typically, such conflicts are between the
historical use of water for agricultural use
by farmers on the one hand, and the





reductions in seepage losses; and c) water
re-use systems, which are designed to cap-
ture system spills, seepage, and drainage
waters for immediate or later use.

IMPROVING WATER QUALITY

Agriculture remains a vexing and sig-
nificant source of pollution in rivers and
lakes. According to the Environmental
Protection Agency’s 1996 National Water
Quality Inventory, which assessed 19 per-
cent of the nation’s river and stream
miles and 40 percent of lakes and ponds,
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Figure 4.13 Potential Nitrogen Fertilizer Loss from Farm fields, 1992

Figure 4.14 Potential Phosphate Fertilizer Loss from Farm fields, 1992
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The transition to more intensive live-
stock and poultry operations is quite dra-
matic. Over the past 15 years, the num-
ber of hog farms has dropped from about
600,000 to 157,000, yet the nation’s hog
inventory has increased. (Figure 4.19).
The number of farms with broiler houses
dropped by 35 percent between 1969 and
1992, but over the same period broiler
production nearly tripled (Figure 4.20). 

Of the nation’s 450,000 confined feed-
lot operations, just 6,600—only about 1.5
percent—account for about 35 percent of
total U.S. livestock production. Just 3 per-
cent of the nation’s hog farms produce
more than 50 percent of the nation’s
hogs, while 2 percent of cattle feed opera-
tions account for over 40 percent of all
cattle sold.

These operations are producing vast
amounts of animal waste. Estimated
annual U.S. manure production from
animals totaled about 1.37 billion tons in
1997, or about 5 tons for every person in
the nation. On the Delmarva Peninsula
east of the Chesapeake Bay, 600 million
chickens produce over 1.6 million tons of
waste every year and as much nitrogen as
from a city of 500,000 people.

The rising volume of animal waste is
raising the risk of environmental impacts.
Hogs and cattle generate liironment



animal waste spilled into the state’s water-
ways.

In areas with a large concentration of
intensive livestock operations, many indi-
cators of water quality are worsening. At
one sampling site on the Neuse River in
North Carolina, for example, average
concentrations of nitrogen-bearing com-
pounds and ammonia nitrogen doubled
from the 1954-60 to the 1991-95 periods.
Poultry and livestock operations may
account for more than one third of the
nitrogen that enters the Neuse River.

Pfiesteria seem to thrive in nutrient-
enriched brackish waters such as the



includes waste and nutrient management
for livestock and poultry farms. 

Many states have enacted new laws
and regulations recently. For example,
North Carolina and Kentucky recently
imposed moratoria on the construction of
most new livestock operations.

At the federal level, the Clinton
Administration’s new Clean Water Action
Plan includes a commitment that EPA
and USDA will jointly develop a unified
national strategy to minimize the envi-
ronmental and public health impacts of
animal feeding operations. EPA is consid-
ering new Clean Water Act regulations,







loss averaged 18.8 tons per acre; two years
later, it was down to 7.5 tons per acre.
Much of the reduction was due to the
widespread adoption of no-till planting,
terraces and sediment control structures,
field borders, waterways, buffer strips, and
cross-slope farming—all promoted
through the project.

Central Platte Valley, Nebraska.
Farmers in the Central Platte Valley in
Nebraska have been using heavy doses of
nitrogen fertilizers and intensive irriga-
tion since the 1960s, largely for the pro-
duction of corn. Combined with the









vacations to build a fence to the landown-







authorities could reduce or avoid such
costs by reducing upstream soil erosion. 

The Army Corps of Engineers and the
Toledo Port Authority are trying the latter
approach through a program that helps
farmers reduce soil erosion on their land.
In an unusual alliance, the Corps of
Engineers, USDA’s Natural Resources
Conservation Service, and the Ohio
Environmental Protection Agency are
working together to reduce harbor sedi-
mentation by a conservative 15 percent.
Part of the funding for the project—




